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Abstract 
Australian, Iranian and Portuguese university students (N = 967) completed University Students 
Depression Inventory (USDI; Khawaja & Bryden, 2006) in English, Persian, and Portuguese 
languages respectively. A series of MANOVA were used to examine differences in depression 
symptoms as an effect of the country and demographic variables. Interactions were also 
examined. The results indicated that country, gender, and year level had some impact on the 
depressive symptoms of the university students. Australian students were more depressed than 
the Iranian and Portuguese students, while Iranian students were more depressed than the 
Portuguese students. Subscales of USDI: Lethargy, Motivation, and Cognitive/Emotional were 
also used to compare the depressive symptoms of students. The Australian female students 
reported a significantly higher level of lethargy than their male counterparts. Similarly, the first 
year male students from Iran were significantly more lethargic than the first year Iranian female 
students. Iranian and Portuguese male students, compared to the female students of these 
countries, experienced a lower level of motivation. The Australian and Iranian students, 
compared to the Portuguese students, reported a significantly higher level of cognitive and 
affective symptoms.  The scores on the Cognitive/Emotional subscale increased with the year 
level. Differences among students’ depression are described and implications discussed.  
 
Keyword: University students, depression, lethargy, motivation, cognitions and affect.  
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University Students’ Depression: A Cross-cultural Investigation 
Depression is the most prevalent psychological disorder amongst university students 
(Connell, Barkham, & Mellor-Clark, 2007). Even though the depression experienced by the 
university students is less severe than what is reported in clinical populations (Garlow, et al., 
2008), students are more distressed than the general population (Adlaf, Gliksman, Demers, & 
Newton-Taylor, 2001). Students’ depression is a serious mental health concern because it is 
more likely to be a reaction to internal (expectations, beliefs and perceptions) as well as external 
(academic or interpersonal demands) life stressors and has a high association with suicidal 
ideation and risk (Jeglic, Pepper, Vanderhoff, & Ryabchenko, 2007; Kisch, Victor, & Silverman, 
2005). Depression is the main reason for seeking counselling at university counselling centres 
(Pledge, Lapan, Heppner, Kivlighan, & Roehlke, 1998; Voelker, 2003).  
Depression and University Students 
University students experience many psychosocial, academic and financial challenges in 
the university environment (Bouteyre, Maurel, & Bernaud, 2007; Dyson & Renk, 2006; 
Eisenberg, Gollust, Golbernstein, & Heffner, 2007; Verger, Guagliard, Gilbert, Rouillon, & 
Kovess-Masfety, 2010). Increased size and technological developments have made universities 
very impersonal places leading to low social support and isolation among students (Connell et 
al., 2007). First year students, particularly, are at increased risk of depression (Adlaf et al., 2001; 
Cooke, Bewick, Barkham, Bradley, & Audin, 2006; Leahy et al., 2010) given the initial 
experience of university life requires a lot of adjustment and appears to be very demanding 
(Friedlander, Reid, Shupak, & Cribbie, 2007). However, research also indicates that, as the 
courses progress and become more complex, the increased academic pressures aggravate 
depression (Adlaf et al., 2001). Being female also increases vulnerability because female 
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students are reported to experience higher levels of depression (Mikolajczyk, Maxwell, 
Naydenova, Meier, & Ansari,  2008; Van de Velde, Bracke, & Levecque, 2010). 
 University students manifest depression through cognitive, emotive, motivational, and 
physical symptoms. Cognitive and emotive dimensions are exhibited by lack of concentration, 
self-blame, self-dislike, perfectionism, hopelessness, helplessness, pessimism, and sadness (Cox 
et al., 1999; Whisman, Perez, & Ramel, 2000). Students in a depressed state lack motivation and 
experience impaired academic performance, which manifests as decreased productivity and 
missed classes (Heiligenstein, Guenther, Hsu, & Herman, 1996). Depressed students are also 
burdened by course work and employment responsibilities, and subsequently experience lethargy 
and fatigue (Mikolajczyk et al., 2008).  
Assessment of University Students’ Depression 
 Most of the depression scales are clinical in nature and identify depressive experiences 
(such as sleep and appetite disturbances), which are appropriate for clinical populations, but may 
not be relevant for students. For this reason, a recently developed scale, the University Students 
Depression Inventory (USDI; Khawaja & Bryden, 2006), was used to assess students’ depression 
in the current study. Initially, the scale was developed by using an Australian university student 
sample to generate items that captured students’ symptoms and experience of depression 
(Khawaja & Duncanson, 2008). The USDI has three dimensions, Cognitive/Emotional, 
Motivation, and Lethargy, and has satisfactory psychometric properties and clinical utility 
(Khawaja & Bryden, 2006 ; Khawaja & Duncanson, 2008). The USDI has since been translated 
into Persian and Portuguese languages for cross-cultural use, and these translated scales have 
been validated using Iranian and Portuguese students, respectively (Habibi, Khawaja, Dehghani, 
Moradi, & Fadaei, 2009; Santos, Pereira, & Veiga, 2008).  Although depression in general is 
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universal and has been studied extensively, the emphasis on examining students’ depression, 
cross-culturally (Leahy, Peterson, Wilson, Newbury, Tomkins, & Turnbull, 2010), is relatively 
recent.  
Cross-cultural Evaluations 
 Epidemiological studies show that prevalence rates of depression vary substantially 
across cultures and literature indicates cultural differences in the way depression is expressed 
and explained (Chentsova-Dutton & Tsai, 2009).  A number of social and economic factors are 
associated with depression (Dressler, Ribeiro, Baliero, Oths, & Dos Santos, 2004; Simon, 
Goldberg, Von Kroff, Ustun, 2002). On the one hand, more psychological-cognitive symptoms, 
such as dysphonic mood, loneliness or sadness are expressed by Western countries. On the other 
hand, non-Western countries seem to reflect somatic-physical symptoms, such as fatigue, 
weakness or weight loss (Tanaka-Matsubi & Chang, 2002). In consideration of these subtle 
variations, cross-cultural examinations of the experience of depression are increasing (Redmond, 
Rooney, & Bishop, 2006). Investigation of these variations is important as they have 
implications for depression conceptualization, assessment and therapy (Marsella, 2003). 
There are limited studies comparing students from different countries and cultural 
backgrounds. The few studies, which have compared students from different countries and 
cultural backgrounds, have highlighted a relationship between depressive symptoms and social 
and cultural factors across a range of environmental and economical settings (Mikolajczyk et al., 
2008). These cross-cultural studies show that depression levels vary across countries (Dorahy et 
al., 2000; Parikh et al., 2007; Steptoe, Tsuda, Tanaka, & Wardle, 2007), with students from   
North America, Europe and Australia emerged as less depressed than students from some of the 
other countries such as India, Nigeria and Swazi Land. The more economically developed the 
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country, the less depressive symptoms were reported (Mikolajczyk et al., 2008; Steptoe et al., 
2007).   
Cultural beliefs have also been reported as contributing to depression (Young, Fang, & 
Zisook, 2010). For example, Native American students compared to Anglo-American students, 
experienced a higher level of somatic symptoms and Japanese students were the lowest on 
expressive positive emotions (Iwata & Buka, 2002). However, comparisons of the results 
reported in previous literature are complicated by the use of different depression scales and most 
studies (Dorahy et al., 2000; Mikolajczyk et al., 2008; Steptoe et al., 2007; Parikh et al., 2007) 
have used the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI; Beck, Steer, Ball, & Ranieri, 1996), which is 
clinical in nature and it is unclear the extent to which the BDI reflects students’ depression 
appropriately (Khawaja & Bryden, 2006).  
 Considering that depression is reported by students from a range of countries, it is 
important to continue with such comparisons (Falicov, 2003) by using scales that are appropriate 
and adequate for this population (Khawaja & Bryden, 2006). In line with this interest, the present 
study compared differences in symptoms of depression amongst university students from 
Australia, Iran, and Portugal, as measured by the USDI. Of particular interest to the current study 
is the impact of demographic factors on depression.  
The Context and the Current Study 
The three countries of interest, Australia, Iran, and Portugal, vary on a range of socio-
economic, political, and cultural dimensions. Australia and Portugal meet the criteria of 
individualistic culture, while Iran reflects a collectivist culture (Triandis, 1999). Australian and 
Portuguese societies have gender and power equality, while Iran is a patriarchal and a 
hierarchical society with high power distance (Hofstede, 2001). Recent studies on students have 
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indicated the prevalence of depression in the three countries of interest (Habibi et al., 2009; 
Khawaja & Duncanson, 2008; Santos et al., 2008; Santos, Pereira, &Veiga, 2010). In Australia 
accommodation difficulties as well as financial pressures and the demands of employment 
students undertake along with their studies appeared to be associated with their depression. 
Further, female students were more depressed than male students in Australia (Khawaja & 
Duncanson, 2008). A high level of depression has been identified among Iranian university 
students (Bagheri-Yazdi, Bolhari, & Peiravi, 1995; Bayati, Beigi & Salehi, 2009; Dehshiri, 
Borjali, Sheikhi, & Habibi, 2008) with economic, educational, familial, and accommodation 
pressures, as well as uncertainty about the future, found to be major factors contributing to 
depression. Male students in Iran are under more cultural pressure to achieve academically in 
order to secure stable employment (Makaremi, 2000) and some studies have highlighted male 
students as more depressed (Bagheri-Yazdi et al., 1995; Dehshiri et al., 2008; Rezai -Adriany, 
Azadi, Ahmadi, & Azimi, 2007; Shirzadi, Mehrabizadeh-Honarmand, & Haghighi, 2002; 
Zahedifar, Najarian, & Shokrkon, 2000), while others (Bayati et al., 2009; Rashidi, 2001) have 
found female students to be more vulnerable to psychological problems. Studies in Portugal have 
shown that adjustment issues, lack of motivation and interest in the courses, lack of academic 
skills, and low social skills can cause psychological problems such as anxiety and depression for 
Portuguese students (Almeida, Guisande, Soares, & Saavedra, 2006; Pereira, 2006; Santos et al., 
2010).  
Considering the noted differences among the countries in terms of socio-economic, 
political, and cultural climate, and the range of factors that impact on the experience of 
depression amongst university students in Australia, Iran, and Portugal, it was hypothesised that 
there would be differences in depression levels based on country and demographic factors of 
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gender and year level at university. More specifically, given the exploratory nature of the study, 
the USDI total score was used to examine the overall differences in depression and the USDI 
subscales were used to examine the variation among students in their cognitive/emotional, 
motivation and lethargy symptoms. 
Methods 
Participants 
 The sample comprised a total of 967 university students across three different countries:  
Australia, Portugal, and Iran. Australian students (n = 287) were recruited from a large 
metropolitan university in Brisbane, Australia. Participants were 221 (77.0%) females and 66 
(23.0%) males, ranging in age from 17 to 65 years (M = 26.3; SD = 9.45).  Participants were 
from a variety of faculties, including business (45.6%), health (29.6%), law (11.8%), education 
(6.6%), and humanities and human services (4.9%). Most students were enrolled full-time 
(77.4%). The students were 76 (26.5%) first year students, 116 (40.4%) second and third year 
students in total, and 90 (31.4%) students in fourth year and above including postgraduate study. 
Five participants did not indicate their year level. 
 Portuguese students (n = 321) were recruited from four Universities in Portugal. Students 
were 196 (61.1%) females and 125 (38.9%) males, ranging in from 18 and 44 years (M = 20.6; 
SD = 3.06). Students were enrolled across a number of faculties, including humanities (38.9%), 
engineering (34.6%), and health and natural sciences (26.5%). They comprised 185 (57.6%) first 
year students, 123 (38.3%) second and third year students in total, and 12 (3.7%) fourth year and 
above students. One student did not indicate his/her year level. 
The Iranian sample comprised 359 students from a large metropolitan university in 
Tehran. Students were 151 (42.1%) females and 206 (57.4%) males (gender unknown n = 2). 
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Students ranged in age from 17 to 33 years (M = 21.3; SD = 2.57). All students were enrolled 
full-time in different courses including psychology (18.4%), governmental management (12.0%), 
electrical and computer engineering (12.0%), sociology (9.7%), and language and literature 
(9.5%). Students were 130 (36.2%) first year students, 86 (24.0%) second and third year students 
in total, and 81 (22.6%) fourth year and above students. Sixty two participants did not indicate 
their year level. 
Measures 
The USDI (Khawaja & Bryden, 2006) is a 30-item scale that measures student depression 
with three factors: Cognitive/Emotional, Motivation and Lethargy. Respondents use a 5-point 
Likert scale to indicate how often they have experienced each item over the past 2 weeks. The 
scale has a Cronbach’s alpha of .95 and sound test-retest reliability. The USDI was found to have 
good convergent and divergent validity. The scale was translated into Persian (Habibi et al., 
2009) and Portuguese (Santos et al., 2008) languages. The three factors were upheld by the 
Portuguese and the Persian versions. The Portuguese instrument showed good convergent 
validity and adequate divergent validity (Santos et al., 2008). The Persian instrument supported 
sound internal consistency, test- retest reliability, and concurrent validity (Habibi et al., 2009). 
Procedure 
The data were collected from Australia, Iran and Portugal by the first three authors. 
Ethical clearances were obtained from the respective institutions. Study was announced during 
lectures and students were invited to participate at scheduled times. Data was collected in group 
settings. A battery of questionnaires and a demographic form in English, Persian and Portuguese 
was administered to Australian, Iranian and Portuguese students in group settings. Only 
responses on the USDI and the demographic forms were used for the present study. All data 
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were collected within a month. The participation was voluntary and students were informed that 
they were free to withdraw from the study at any time. Written consent was obtained and 
participants were debriefed at the end of the session. 
Results 
Preliminary Analyses 
 Missing data were random and comprised of less than 5% of the data, and were deleted 
listwise from the main analysis. The assumption of normality was checked, with a slight positive 
skew evident in the Iranian Academic Motivation sub-scale data (skew = .984). Additionally, the 
Portuguese Cognitive/Emotional sub-scale data was positively skewed (skew = 1.187) and 
leptokurtic (kurtosis = 1.701), indicating a low to mild level of depression. However, 
transformation was not performed because it is not possible to transform these subscales from the 
Iran and Portugal data, and then combine it with the untransformed data for the corresponding 
sub-scales from the other countries. In addition, although these two sub-scales were not 
completely normal, none of the cases met criteria to be classed as a univariate outlier except for 
one case in the Portuguese data. Analysis results with and without the outlier did not differ, and 
thus the case was retained. No multivariate outliers were detected. 
As the correlation between age and the USDI total and three sub-scales was low (USDI 
total = .06, Lethargy = .11, Cognitive/Emotional = .07, Academic Motivation = -.05), age was 
not included as a covariate in the MANOVA or ANOVA analyses.  An examination of the 
participants’ mean scores (SD) for the total USDI and its subscales indicated that their  
magnitude of depression was similar to that of the students assessed earlier as a part of 
developing the scale (Khawaja & Bryden, 2006). The USDI and its subscales were found to be 
internally consistent for the three samples (Coefficient Alpha ranged from .82-.95). 
11 
 
Differences on the USDI Total Scores 
 A one-way ANOVA was performed to identify whether any differences existed in the 
USDI total scores between Australia, Iran, and Portugal. Levene’s test for homogeneity of 
variance was significant, and therefore Welch’s F-ratio was used. This test showed a significant 
difference between the three countries on mean USDI total scores, Welch’s F (2,628) = 20.39, p 
< .001. Games-Howell post hoc tests were used due to unequal sample sizes and variance (Field, 
2005). Australia’s USDI total depression score (M = 76.24, SD = 20.48) was significantly higher 
than both Iran (M = 72.04, SD = 21.48, p = .030), and Portugal (M = 66.53, SD = 17.37, p < 
.001), while Iranian participants were also significantly more depressed than Portuguese 
participants, p = .001 (Figure 1). 
  
Figure 1.  Mean USDI total score (+SE) for Australia, Iran, and Portugal.   
Differences on the USDI sub-scales 
A MANOVA was conducted investigating the difference between the three countries on 
the USDI sub-scales of Cognitive/Emotional, Academic Motivation, and Lethargy. Country, 
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assumption of homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices was violated, F (102, 14379) = 
362.915, p < .001. However, Box’s M is considered a notoriously sensitive test, whilst 
MANOVA is robust to violations of homogeneity of variance when sample sizes are large 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001).  
Gender X Country X Year Interactions. A significant 2x3x3 multivariate interaction was 
found for gender x country x Year, Wilks’ Lambda F (12, 2321) = 2.50, p = .003, partial η2 = 
.011. According to Cohen’s (Field, 2005) conventions, η2 = .01 is a small effect size, η2 = .06 is a 
medium effect size, and η2 = .14 is a large effect size. The interaction was seen univariately only 
on the Lethargy sub-scale, F (4, 879) = 3.70, p = .005 η2 = .017 (Figure 2). No other significant 
three-way interactions were found. 
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Figure 2.  Mean Lethargy sub-scale scores for Australia, Iran, and Portugal for males versus 
 To investigate the abovementioned significant three-way interaction for the Lethargy 
subscale, a series of follow-up comparisons was conducted by performing a Bonferroni adjusted 
one-way ANOVA on each country. Australia had a significant main effect of gender, F (1, 276) 
= 12.91, p < .001. ,partial η2 = .045 ,  whereby females scored significantly higher on Lethargy 
(M = 27.85, SD = 6.63) than males (M = 24.23, SD = 6.17). It is important to note that partial η2 
represented a small to medium magnitude effect. There was a non-significant main effect of year, 
F (2, 276) = 1.97, p = .14, partial η2 = .014, and a non-significant gender x year interaction, F (2, 
276) = .39, p = .68, partial η2 = .003. 
 Within the Iranian sample, a significant gender x year interaction was obtained, F (2, 
289) = 4.47, p = .012, partial η2 = .030. Follow-up comparisons of this interaction showed an 
effect of gender at the first year’s point, F (1, 289) = 7.05, p = .008, partial η2 = .024, with first 
year males (M = 24.67, SD = 8.28) scoring significantly higher than first year females (M = 
21.13, SD = 5.55). The effect of gender at the other two year levels did not reach significance 
when using the Bonferroni adjusted alpha:  Second and third years, F (1, 289) = 3.23, p = .07, 
partial η2 = .011, and the fourth years and above, F (1, 289) = 4.36, p = .04, partial η2 = .015. 
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There was no significant gender x year interaction, or gender or year main effects for the 
Portuguese sample. 
 Gender X Country Interactions. Two-way interactions were examined, revealing a 
significant 2x3 multivariate interaction of gender x country, Wilks’ Lambda F (6, 1754) = 4.90, 
p < .001, partial η2 = .016. This effect was only seen univariately on the Academic Motivation 
sub-scale, F (2, 879) = 8.02, p < .001, partial η2 = .018 (See Figure 3). To investigate this 
interaction, a series of follow-up comparisons were conducted, using a Bonferroni adjusted one-
way ANOVA on each country individually. 
In Australia, males and females were not significantly different on the Academic 
Motivation sub-scale, F (1, 285) = 2.22, p = .137, partial η2 = .008. In Iran, males scored 
significantly higher than females, F (1, 355) = 8.85, p = .003, partial η2 = .024, and this trend 
was even more marked within the Portuguese sample, F (1, 319) = 25.55, p < .001, where partial 
η2 = .077 indicated medium magnitude effect (Figure 3). 
  
Figure 3.  Mean Academic Motivation sub-scale scores for Australia, Iran, and Portugal for 
males versus females. 
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Main Effects of Country. The main effects of the MANOVA were investigated. A 
significant multivariate main effect of country was found, Wilks’ Lambda F (6, 1754) = 8.90, p 
< .001, partial η2 = .030. This effect was seen univariately on the Cognitive/Emotional sub-scale, 
F (2,879) = 7.11, p = .001, partial η2 = .016. When investigating this further with Games-Howell 
post hoc comparisons, Iran had the highest mean Cognitive/Emotional sub-scale score (M = 
32.52, SD = 11.22), but this was not significantly greater than Australia (M = 31.25, SD = 10.53, 
p = .94). Both Iran (p < .001) and Australia (p < .001) were found to have a greater 
Cognitive/Emotional sub-scale mean score than Portugal (M = 27.52, SD = 9.25) (Figure 4). 
 
Figure 4.  Mean Cognitive/Emotional sub-scale scores (+SE) for Australia, Iran, and Portugal. 
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univariately on the Cognitive/Emotional sub-scale, F (2, 879) = 7.69, p < .001, partial η2 = .017, 
and on the Academic Motivation sub-scale, F (2, 879) = 6.14, p = .002, partial η2 = .014 (Figure 
5). Games-Howell post hoc comparisons revealed that on the Cognitive/Emotional sub-scale 
fourth years and above (M = 32.58, SD = 10.95) scored significantly higher than first years (M = 
27.88, SD = 10.31, p < .001) and second and third years (M = 30.83, SD = 10.53, p = .009). The 
second and third years were also found to score significantly higher than first years (p = .004). 
On the Academic Motivation sub-scale the fourth years and above (M = 17.78, SD = 6.47) scored 
significantly higher than first years (M = 15.42, SD = 5.36, p < .001). The second and third years 
(M = 16.77, SD = 5.60) also scored significantly higher than the first years (p < .001). However, 
there was no significant difference between second and third years, and the fourth years and 
above (p = .540) (Figure 5).  
  
Figure 5.  Mean Cognitive/Emotional and Academic Motivation sub-scale scores (+SE) by year 
level 
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Discussion 
This study used the USDI, a psychometrically sound scale developed to measure 
depression among university students, to examine differences between the depression scores for 
university students from Australia, Portugal, and Iran. Comparisons were conducted at the total 
score as well as subscale scores level to explore variations at the overall and the symptom level. 
Additionally, we explored the impact of the demographic factors of year level and gender on 
depression. 
Firstly, the study examined the differences in depression among students from the three 
countries. The average scores on the USDI and its subscales did not indicate any serious concern 
(Khawaja & Bryden, 2006); however, there were differences amongst the countries. Contrary to 
earlier studies, highlighting that students from developed countries are less depressed (Dorahy, et 
al., 2000; Mikolajczk, et al., 2008; Steptoe, et al., 2007; Parikh, et al., 2007), Australian students 
in the current study had the highest scores on USDI followed by Iran and then Portugal. It is 
possible that although Australia enjoys a higher quality of life, the individualistic and 
competitive nature of the society and the pressure of modern living increases distress for 
Australian residents (Simon et al., 2002). On the other hand, Portuguese university students seem 
to be, in general, satisfied with their lives (Bertoquini & Pais Ribeiro, 2006) and they may not 
have to face as many stressors as students from other countries, namely in terms of financial 
strains. In fact, with the exception of working students, the family is the main source of 
sustenance, irrespective of the residence situation (i.e., either living with parents/relatives or 
maintaining their own household) (Eurostudent, 2008). The depression found in Iranian students 
in this study is consistent with previous findings (Bagheri-Yazdi, et al., 1995; Bayati, et al., 
2009; Dehshiri, et al., 2008), which have highlighted the emotional distress of these students. 
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Secondly the study identified the differences at the three subscale level and to examine 
how depression differed along gender and year level in each of the three countries. Although 
most of the effect sizes were small, analyses revealed interesting patterns. A small to medium 
magnitude effect size was associated with the significant three-way interaction of country x 
gender x year on the Lethargy sub-scale showed that gender and year level together, were 
impacting only on the depression scores of Lethargy sub-scale. Within the three countries this 
pattern was seen only in Iranian first year students, whereby males were significantly more 
depressed than females, with this depression manifesting as lethargy symptoms. It is possible 
that this early phase of the university life required intense adjustments for Iranian male students, 
who due to their socioeconomic difficulties (Dressler et al., 2004) and a high powered, 
hierarchical and authoritarian society (Triandis, 1999) are under more cultural pressure than their 
female counterparts to achieve academically in order to secure a stable employment (Bagheri-
Yazdi, et al., 1995; Dehsheri, et al., 2008; Makaremi, 2000; Rezai-Adriany, et al., 2007; 
Shirzadi, et al., 2002; Zahedifar, et al., 2000). However, in Australia depression scores did not 
differ across year on the Lethargy sub-scale but female students scored significantly higher than 
males when the year level was collapsed (see also Khawaja & Duncanson, 2008). This finding 
may be due to the need for female students to manage multiple roles and demands. In Portugal 
no difference in Lethargy scores were seen across gender or year level.   
 Analyses at the subscale level indicated further interesting differences. When examining 
gender differences on Academic Motivation in each country collapsing across year level, gender 
was also found to be interacting with country. Iranian and Portuguese male students scored 
higher than females on this subscale but no gender difference was seen in Australian students. It 
appears that although  male students experienced a higher level of academic motivational 
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problems compared to their female counterparts , the problem was more marked for the 
Portuguese ,as reflected by  partial η2, indicating a medium effect. Male students manifested 
depression by losing interest in their studies and missing classes, resulting in a possible decrease 
in the academic productivity of these students (Heiligenstein, et al., 1996). Similarly, when 
multivariate main effects were examined, a significant gender main effect revealed that males 
scored significantly higher than females on academic motivational problems.  
 The significant main effect of country on the Cognitive/Emotional sub-scale revealed 
that, when collapsing across year and gender, Iranian and Australian students were showing 
more severe cognitive and emotional symptoms of depression than Portuguese students. This 
indicates that these students reflect their depression by lack of concentration, self blame, low self 
esteem, hopelessness, helplessness, and sadness (Cox, et al., 1999; Mikolajczyk, et al., 2008; 
Whisman, et al., 2000). 
Finally, the multivariate main effect of year on the Cognitive/Emotional and Academic 
Motivation sub-scales was found. When collapsing across country and gender on the 
Cognitive/Emotional sub-scale, fourth years showed the highest degree of cognitive and 
emotional depressive symptoms followed by second and third years, and lastly first years. 
Similarly, fourth years, and second and third years, compared with first year students, exhibited 
higher depressive symptomatology related to low academic motivation. This finding supports 
previous research, which indicates that student distress increases as they move to the higher year 
levels (Adlaf, et al., 2001). The present findings revealed that in general, the tendency to 
experience a lack of motivation to engage with studies as well as cognitive and affective 
problems increase as students' progress through the years.     
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Despite the universal nature of depression, the present study adds to the growing body of 
research that indicates subtle differences in university students’ depressive symptoms and 
experiences due to varying environmental and cultural pressures (Chentsova-Dutton & Tsai, 
2009). The findings have implications for clinicians and counsellors who work with university 
students and can be used to enhance university policies and programs. The results highlight the 
significance of addressing the concerns of female students in Australia. Similarly, male students 
in Iran emerged as vulnerable. Additionally, low level of motivation as well as cognitive and 
emotive symptoms increased as the students moved to higher year levels. It is interesting to note 
that Portuguese students emerged as the least depressed compared to students from the other two 
countries. It is possible that these students benefited from some protective factors, such as the 
psychosocial support and the peaceful nature of the country, that were absent in the other 
countries.  
Limitations and Future Directions 
Even though the present study has compared Australian, Portuguese, and Iranian students 
for the first time, it is not free from limitations. Sample, being convenience in nature, may not 
represent accurately the student population of the three countries. Further, a large sample, which 
is a strength of the study, can lead to an artefact with an increased number of significant results. 
A close inspection of the results indicated that all, except two, represented a small effect size. 
The USDI, being a new scale with satisfactory psychometric properties, requires further 
evaluation. Appropriate cut-off points would be helpful in determining the degree of the 
depression experienced by students. Further, the use of convenience sampling precluded 
representation of students from all ages, faculties, and background. Future studies need to be 
multinational involving carefully selected large samples from multiple universities in each 
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country. Although the results highlighted some differences, cultural aspects were not explored 
(Falicov, 2003). In fact, there are several variables not included in this study, such as social class, 
first language, location and cultural differences within country that may influence the results. 
Future cross-national studies should emphasise the role of various cultural and sociodemographic 
factors as well as the beliefs and meaning that students from various cultural backgrounds 
associate with depression and other university pressures.  
Future research should consider the use of qualitative methods, which are more flexible, 
participant driven, and emphasise the lived experiences of university students in different 
countries and cultural settings. Such investigations may enhance our understanding of depression 
as well as highlight different ways of managing and treating this debilitating condition in 
different countries and cultural groups. This information would also be useful to assist 
international students studying in Western countries. 
Conclusion  
Overall, this study is the first of its kind to highlight interesting differences in university 
students’ depression across the three countries of Australia, Portugal and Iran and the manner in 
which it is impacted by gender and year level. The findings highlight the significance of 
understanding the cross-cultural elements of depression.Further research on the role of 
sociodemographic factors, individual beliefs and cultural characteristics may contribute to a 
broader and deeper comprehension of the nature of depression in this population and of its 
variations.  
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